Introduction – Political Agenda for Children
These proposals were formulated in the ‘Political Agenda for Children’ through a joint effort with UNICEF support and Haiti’s children.   It is intended to be a national plan of action in response not only to the uncertain situation children experience, but also the global commitments Haiti has made.  This agenda was endorsed by political candidates prior to the 2006 election, including President-elect René Preval.
The Convention on the Rights of the Child, which Haiti ratified in 1994, represents a foundation for policies and programmes in favour of child development.  In May 2002, Haiti participated in the General Assembly’s Special Session on Children, where governments resolved to change the world for children and with children, in the form of the declaration ‘A World Fit for Children’.  The country thus reaffirmed previous commitments to complete unfinished work from the World Summit for Children in 1990 and to tackle issues of critical importance that it must address in order to attain the long-term goals and objectives decided at the Millennium Summit in 2000.

The democratic process which Haiti has begun assumes respect for human and children's rights. A country's development policies and programmes are conceived in the best interests of all.  The time is ripe to draw future leaders’ attention to the precarious condition of children in Haiti, with the aim of causing them to place children at the centre of their political agenda.  A country cannot build its future in a steady and sustainable way unless it invests in children and youth.  Haiti must build on a solid foundation: its children.
Haiti’s 3.8 million children under 18 years of age live in an environment of violence and extreme poverty.  They include thousands of children who live on the streets, do not attend school, work as domestic servants and are affected by or infected with HIV/AIDS; children who live in an environment where they are not protected from torture or being shot or killed; and even children who, during the recent years of political crisis, have been recruited to take part in adults' armed conflicts.  Action is urgently needed.

Civil society, women's and youth organizations have held discussions in recent months on the situation of children and the risks they face if nothing is done to change the situation.  They have proposed emergency action to the future leaders of the country.  These proposals are formulated in the ‘Political Agenda for Children’, which is intended to be a national plan of action in response not only to the uncertain situation children experience, but also the global commitments Haiti has made.

This document is a contribution to the political programmes of the future leadership.  This contribution comes from children who represent the street children, child servants, rural children, those attending school and those that do not, the children who participated in the discussions mentioned above, as well as the organizations that reached them.  Its priority is to raise awareness among the leaders of Haiti, to enable them to build their plan of action based on the small steps already taken.  It is intended to show the urgency of the situation of children in Haiti which, if it persists, may in the very near future lead the country even deeper into crisis, for it will have lost its foundation: its children.  It is a call to action that takes not only children into account, but also youth up to age 18, according to the definition of a child in the Convention on the Rights of the Child.  Actions are proposed at each level of Haitian society, for the realization of the rights of children and youth are the responsibility of each sector of society.

By following this plan of action, the Haitian leadership will be honouring its commitment to the Millennium Development Goals.

The implementation of this agenda is essential for improving the living conditions of children and for the future of the country.

"Are all our children going to die?"

Oswald Durand (Haitian poet, 1840-1906)

Each day, Haitian children die of malnutrition and lack of health care.  These children are victims of all types of violence, including the new phenomenon of kidnapping.  They are abducted, held, tortured, used and constantly at risk of becoming victims of sexual abuse and all types of maltreatment by people outside the law.  Each day, mothers die of complications during pregnancy, leaving orphans.  Each day, children are born of parents with HIV/AIDS and soon find themselves alone and vulnerable, sometimes even infected themselves.  Thousands of school-aged children have never set foot in a school, cannot read or write, and suffer destitution, abandonment or forced labour.

Each year, 300,000 children are born in Haiti.  What will their life be like after the five-year term of the elected government?

Children and HIV/AIDS

Situation

Of the 19,000 children living with HIV in Haiti, 4,000 need medical treatment, but only 300 have access to anti-retroviral therapy.  They are constantly stigmatized.  There are an estimated 200,000 cases of children under 14 orphaned by AIDS.  The rate of prevalence of the virus in pregnant women is 3.1%.

Threats to children and the country

If nothing is done, more mothers will pass the virus to their newborns during delivery and nursing.  More children will be infected, causing an increase in child mortality and morbidity and placing stress on overburdened social services.  In general, the State must direct much of its investment towards social services for infected people.  An increasing number of orphans will not attend school.  There will be a decline in educated people in the country and a considerable lowering of life expectancy for children.  The workforce of the country will diminish and economic growth will stagnate.  Poverty will increase further.

What must be done

The family:  Strengthen moral values and encourage family solidarity and family support of other families and children who are infected with HIV/AIDS.  Talk to youth about sexuality and see that they receive correct information.  Encourage people to have an AIDS test before having a child.

Civil society:  Help youth to reinforce traditional moral values of mutual respect and encourage them to acquire medical information and ongoing training so they are prepared to reject risky behaviours for a lifetime.  Assist extended families and communities to care for orphans through projects that enable them to increase family income.  Mobilize communities and promote access to basic education.

Business:  Provide informational briefings to staff.  Guarantee jobs for people living with HIV/AIDS.  Ensure that all staff, including those infected, are treated as equals and combat discrimination in the workplace.  Sponsor information and awareness campaigns for the wider public and make donations for the purchase of medicines for poor families.  Set up health insurance systems for employees.
Mayors and CASECs:  Ensure that youth and adolescents in your district receive adequate information on HIV/AIDS and encourage youth to share this information by setting up events to promote such encounters.  Raise awareness among people on the ravages of the disease.
Members of Parliament:  Pass laws against stigmatization and any form of discrimination against people living with HIV/AIDS and promote their human rights.  Vote for a budget to care for persons infected or affected by HIV/AIDS.  Vote for funds to allow access to medicines for children and other people living with the virus.

The government:  Intensify awareness and mobilization activities on the progression of HIV/AIDS and provide care for all infected people by making anti-retrovirals and other interventions available to those living with the virus.  Mobilize necessary resources so that children with HIV/AIDS and their parents can have access to medications and other interventions, and  provide primary and emotional care for children suffering from HIV/AIDS, including education.
Exploitation and violence against children

Situation

Of the 3.8 million children under 18 in Haiti, 1.4 million are victims of violence of all kinds: in the family, the community and schools.  Many join armed groups.  Because of their poverty, a large percentage of families have been forced to encourage their children to work rather than attend school, sometimes at very young ages.  There are an estimated 173,000 such children, of which 150,000 are young girls.  Some of these children work as domestic servants in urban and suburban families, and sometimes with poor families where they work under conditions close to slavery.  Most of them do not attend school.  These children do work beyond their capability and are often exposed to sexual aggression and humiliation.  Among exploited and abused children are those living on the street, an estimated at 2,500 who are exposed to disease and ill-treatment.  Boys, as well as girls, are often exposed to prostitution.  At least 3,000 Haitian children are victims of trafficking to the Dominican Republic and elsewhere every year.  An unknown number of children are victims of illegal adoption.  Handicapped children are given no consideration by public authorities and their families and communities consider them a burden, to be gotten rid of at the first opportunity.
Threats to children and the country

Threats to children include an increase in child prostitution, a growing number of street children, higher rates of illiteracy and a growing rate of children in trouble with the law.  Children are beginning to devalue themselves, which will make them into citizens who doubt themselves.  There will be a lack of leaders prepared to take over responsibilities.  All this will contribute to a decline in the country's productivity and Haiti will remain under-developed.
What must be done

Parents and communities:  Assume their parental responsibility to protect their children from exploitation.  Stop family violence.

Local communities:  Promote universal schooling in their communities; promote birth registration, including registration for abandoned children; generate funding for projects to improve living conditions for the children of their communities; conduct a regular census; ensure the smooth operation of transitional shelters and care by giving priority to the best interests of the child and promote children’s rights in general.  Make parents more aware of their responsibility not to send their children to work as servants.
Mayors and CASECs:  Help to raise awareness among the district on the right to rest, to leisure and to recreational activity for children and youth, including girls.  Encourage youth to form sports and arts associations by helping them find resources.  Ensure that communities’ recreational and sports activities are accessible to working children and make their host families aware of them so that working children can participate.  Set up open-air spaces to show films, plays, etc. and promote travelling libraries.  Provide resources to support street children (canteens, schools, places to sleep, counsellors, health care, psychological services).
Members of Parliament:  Adopt laws prohibiting procurement of paedophilia and child prostitution and ratify international conventions and treaties on the subject.  Vote for budget credits and mechanisms needed for their implementation.  Establish a parliamentary committee on the rights of the child.  Adopt substantial budgets to cover health care services, education and other institutions responsible for child protection.

The government:  Promote the Code for Children.  Introduce a course on the rights of the child in the basic school curriculum, re-establish the authority of the State regarding child protection and provide institutions responsible for child protection with adequate budgets.  Coordinate with the authorities of neighbouring countries to combat trafficking, sale and exploitation of children.

Education of children
Situation

A country's economic, political and social development takes place through education.  However, just over half the population of Haiti is literate.  Close to 500,000 children between ages six and 12 (one third of this age group) do not attend school and nearly 60% (300,000) of them drop out of school before receiving their primary school certificate.  In total, one million Haitian children between age five and 15 (40% of 2.5 million children) do not have access to education because of poverty or vulnerability.  Under these conditions, it is unlikely that Haiti will meet the Millennium Development Goal of universal primary school enrolment by 2015.  The Haitian educational system has numerous problems:  lack of clear guidance, budgetary constraints, poor management and school regulation, and unhealthy conditions in school buildings.  The educational system’s weakness has created a situation where private schools are the main educational institutions:  eight out of ten schools are private and tuition is too high for most families.  Over half the teachers and instructors in private schools do not have the required skills.  Many school buildings are in deplorable physical condition and the materials used are outdated.

Threats to children and the country

Uneducated children are more likely to experience social exclusion and lack of opportunities, resulting in increased numbers of children living on the streets, forced to work as domestic servants and abused.  The rate of early pregnancy, juvenile delinquency and drug addiction would also be expected to rise and more young people would be exposed to manipulation for violent political ends.  Children's needs would not be met because of the failure of public and private institutions, which remain without adequate resources or qualified staff.  We would pass poverty to the next generation and slow development.  There would be social and demographic explosions, rural exodus and children would have few opportunities to grow and develop to their full potential.

What must be done

Civil society and business:  Actively push for the promotion, protection and realization of the right to free quality primary education for all, through the various organizations involved in the sector.  Channel social demands and pressure public authorities and the private sector so that they commit themselves to meeting their obligation to provide quality education for all.  Exercise the right to review, monitor and express their views on allocation of budget resources, international assistance and its proper and appropriate use.  Support the efforts of government and civil society institutions to include children in the school system, giving priority to underprivileged and handicapped children.
Mayors:  Establish and support educational centres at the community level and ensure good management of their services in order to provide quality education for all.  Coordinate with the Ministry of Education on necessary actions to provide quality education for all children in their communities.  In coordination with the Ministry of Education, mobilize people and other available resources to ensure that schools run well.
Members of Parliament:  Adopt laws promoting basic education with a view to establishing a free primary education system for all children, along with the necessary budget.  Identify problems in education in their respective districts, propose laws on the establishment and smooth operation of local schools, and ensure that the laws on universal education are applied and observed.  Vote for a substantial increase in the education budget.

The government:  Concentrate all efforts on achieving the Millennium Development Goal of quality primary education for all, as well as supporting financing and international assistance.  Provide free quality basic education in public schools and expand availability.  Improve training and working conditions for teachers.  Promote and support quality private education and strictly enforce the school accreditation system.  Regulate and supervise the operations and quality of schools.  Mobilize resources for school construction.
Child health

Situation

In Haiti, 81 children per thousand live births die before they celebrate their first birthday and 119 per thousand live births will not reach five years of age.  Because of the extreme poverty and chronic malnutrition in which the majority of Haitians live, children are born underweight and their growth is delayed by chronic malnutrition.  Unhealthy urban conditions foster acute respiratory infections and diarrhoeal disease, which are the main causes of child deaths.  Due to low vaccination coverage and the lack of an adequate and permanent cold chain, diseases that can be controlled by vaccination (tuberculosis, diphtheria, tetanus, whooping cough, measles, etc.) and that were formerly eliminated or eradicated have reappeared and still plague Haiti, killing thousands of children each year.  Vaccines do not reach all children and the number of children who have never been vaccinated continues to rise.  Moreover, the precarious socio-economic situation makes young people even more vulnerable, particularly with regard to early and unwanted pregnancy and sexually transmitted diseases.  In most cases, medical infrastructure is directed by the private sector and remains inadequate.  It is concentrated in the capital and is in a dilapidated state.  Medical staff lack motivation.
Threats to children and the country

If the situation continues to deteriorate, a large number of children will have health problems and will even die.  Parents will spend their time caring for sick children rather than on productive activities.  Children will not go to school because of poor health.  They will have intellectual deficits.  There will be an increase in maternal and infant mortality rates and an increase in delinquency, child prostitution and child domestic servants being exploited; they will no longer have parents because of high maternal mortality.  A lack of qualified human resources, a decline in national production, persistent under-development and the spread of HIV/AIDS are also highly probable.  Haiti will continue to depend on outside assistance.
What must be done

Families:  Follow the information and advice given by the Ministry of Health and its partners on health care, nutrition, hygiene, etc.  Encourage mothers to breastfeed their babies for at least six months and not to give them any other food during this period, in order to give them essential nutrients to protect them and give them better health.  Have their children vaccinated.

Civil society and business:  Sponsor children in difficult circumstances and inform the government at all levels of health care needs in their respective communities.  Create jobs for mothers, pay mothers a reasonable wage, open day care centres in factories, provide mothers with medical insurance which covers pregnancy and provide a retirement plan for mothers.  Exercise their right to review, monitor and express views on the allocation of budget resources, international assistance and its proper and appropriate use.

Mayors and CASECs:  Promote vaccination and assist mayor's offices in activities for environmental protection and sanitation.  Oversee infrastructure improvement and distribution of natural resources, protect the environment, draw up a town plan, strengthen health care services in their districts, increase the number of health centres in communities and oversee the organization and operation of hospitals and health centres.  Order environmental sanitation measures and set up a leadership structure at the community level to help people clean up their own environment and educate them about hygiene.  Encourage private initiatives at the local level and seek resources to build and equip schools and health centres.  In close collaboration with existing community groups, conduct an inventory on communities’ safe drinking water supplies and other services concerned and make proposals for action.  Mobilize resources of the installation, rehabilitation and expansion of safe drinking water systems in communities.  Ensure that children are properly vaccinated and help the health care services to see that vaccines are always available in health care institutions.  Participate actively in mobilizing families and communities for vaccination, education, hygiene, breastfeeding, exclusive use of iodized salt, safe motherhood, HIV/AIDS prevention and solidarity with and care of children and others living with HIV/AIDS.  Provide medical care for indigents in the budget of the mayoral district or community.
Members of Parliament:  Adopt laws to promote the health and well-being of children, in particular those affected by HIV/AIDS.  Adopt laws to protect children from child prostitution, draft laws on the care of orphans and children living on the streets, and vote for the budget credits to implement them.

The government:  Direct all efforts to achieving the Millennium Development Goal of a reduction in the mortality of children under five and improving maternal health, as well as supporting financing and international assistance.  Rehabilitate health care infrastructure.  Constantly inform and educate people about health problems, including epidemics and contagious diseases.  Provide better sanitary conditions and access to safe drinking water.  Train a sufficient number of health care workers and provide them with sufficient means to help the people.  Adequately equip health care institutions.  Provide management for health service providers that places priority on the rights and dignity of children and mothers.  Make available budget resources and create centres that offer free services to women and children, especially the most vulnerable.  Build more health centres in order to provide access for all children and mothers to health care.
Conclusion

Action is urgently needed!  The situation is terrible, the threats are real and emergency measures must be taken.

This action is the responsibility of the Haitian State, but also of parents, communities, Haitian civil society and the private sector.  As for the State and government, from judges to mayors, from the executive branch to Parliament, from the highest political levels to the officials of the smallest territorial units, from high public officials to the most humble civil servant, each must take action in their way and at their level.  There are treaties and conventions to be ratified, laws to be adopted and enforced, restrictions to be imposed, policies to conduct, monitoring to be provided and coherence to be established.  Henceforward, each sector must make the commitment to:
· Give priority to children in development policies, programmes and plans, as well as financing;

· Provide a stable and secure environment in order to guarantee the child's right to survival and to harmonious development;
· Provide better sanitation and access to safe drinking water;

· Establish conditions for disarmament, demobilization and reintegration of children exploited by armed groups, based on the principles of the rights of the child.

A society more aware of the rights and needs of children, in order to realize those rights, should be better organized for the protection of each of its members.

In order to ensure the country's stability, Haiti's partners (friendly countries, regional organizations, international organizations) must continue to help Haiti in its struggle to protect its children.  They should also ensure that investments are properly directed to priority areas and are used in an effective and rational way.

The implementation of this Political Agenda for Children is a moral obligation and a historical necessity, a political imperative for all.
